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Social Justice and Rituals
of Forgiveness and Reconciliation:
Perspectives from African Religion and
Roman Catholic Christianity
SimonMary Aihiokhai

PRECIS
This essay intentionally seeks ways that some insights and rituals of forgiveness
of sin in African Religion can enrich the theology and sacramental celebrations
of the sacrament of penance and reconciliation in the Roman Catholic Church.
A case is made for the celebration of this sacrament to represent the cultural
contexts of each local church in ways that heighten their appreciation for it.

•
Introduction

I

n an era of unprecedented exploitation of natural resources, destruction
of the environment and natural habitats of the fellow inhabitants of our
environment, the rise of global poverty, institutionalized slavery, unending unconventional wars, pollution of water wells done by those with
unethical desires for wealth and who have the means and resources to
exploit others—the visible social effects of sin have dawned on everyone,
especially Christians, who have thus come to appreciate insights from liberation theology.
Sin is not a private act that one commits and resolves solely within the
context of the individual realm. Rather, sin has social implications and
consequences. However insightful our understanding of sin may be in the
jour na l of ecumenica l studies
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Roman Catholic Church’s theological traditions, one is compelled to ask
how conscious Roman Catholics are of the social implications of sin. The
urgency of this question is prefaced on a legitimate critique of one of the
classical catechetical texts in the English-speaking world, The Penny Catechism, which defi nes sin as “an offense against God, by any thought, word,
deed, or omission against the law of God.”1 It fails to locate sin within the
existential space of the community or shed light on how sin also operates
as a structural system defi ning the life of the community. The late Joseph
Martos wrote of the origins of the sacrament of reconciliation in the early
church as necessitated by “a pastoral concern for social justice”2 that, I
would argue, is primarily focused on ways of rehabilitating falling Christians back to the community of believers. One can conclude that this
vision of the sacrament creates an insular world separate from the larger
world in which the early Christian communities found themselves. On
that note, it is important to state the following working defi nition of sin
utilized in this essay: Sin is not so much a focus on an act(s) or omission(s);
rather, it is how those actions and/or omissions and the social and structural systems that are put in place in our communal world defi ne the outcome of our lives as beings in community.
Th is essay seeks to show a link between the trajectories of the Catholic
Church’s sacramental life and social positioning in the world. To do this,
insights from African Religion, as practiced in the West African region,
will be drawn upon to show how an interweaving of both trajectories can
help recapture the richness of both the contemporary understanding of the
sacrament of reconciliation and the sacramental nature and content of the
Church’s teachings on social justice. Central to this work is the articulation of what it means to speak of the flourishing of life through the lenses
of sacramental reconciliation and the expressions of social justice found in
the Catholic Church’s theological heritage and African religious thought.
Concrete moral issues will be used to demonstrate the conclusions being
made here, including a brief critique of the ongoing sex-abuse scandal that
has negatively defi ned priestly ministry in the Church today. Africa is a
very large continent with very diverse cultures and religious worldviews.
1
The Penny Catechism: 370 Fundamental Questions and Answers on the Catholic Faith
(Houston, TX: Magnificat Institute Press, 2004), #113.
2
Joseph Martos, The Sacraments: An Interdisciplinary and Interactive Study (Collegeville,
MN: The Liturgical Press, 2009), p. 201.
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By using the noun “Africa” in this essay, in no way is the author trivializing the differences wherever they exist. Rather, the aim is to shed light on
the distinctly African religious thought and worldview found in the religious heritage of the peoples and cultures of the African continent.

I. Critical Review of the Theology of the
Sacrament of Reconciliation
In the history of Christianity, forgiveness and reconciliation have been
central to the life of this religious movement. Studying the unfolding
structures of the post-resurrection institution shaped and embraced by the
followers of Jesus, one fi nds a dynamic praxis of rituals of forgiveness that
took different forms. Theologies backing such forms were developed when
needed. As noted by P. M. Gy, as early as the second century, the text, The
Shepherd, believed to have been written by Hermas, had become widely
accepted as one of the ways of living out one’s Christian faith, especially as
it relates to forgiveness and reconciliation.3 Contrary to the rigorist view
that took hold of the ecclesial imagination of the churches in North Africa
and Rome during this period, a more humane theological perspective on
how to be church was found in The Shepherd. In this text, one fi nds a
vision of a merciful God who desires the repentance of baptized Christians who have fallen into sin. The beginnings of the work reflect the theological expectations of repentance and forgiveness and their links to the
Christian life. The debate surrounding forgiveness of sin or lack thereof
points to a central view that all parties appreciated—that Christians are to
take the Christian life seriously. The God with whom these early Christians aspire to be one is a holy God and, thus, requires personal and collective purity on the part of all.
Returning to the point of collective holiness, the Didache, another early
writing on how to live the Christian life, presents a vision of Christianity
as a primarily communal religion. It begins by speaking of two ways, “the
Way of Life . . . and the Way of Death.”4 By alluding to Dt. 30:14–18, the
author compared the collective identity and way of life of Sinaitic Israel
3
See P. M. Gy, “Penance and Reconciliation,” in The Church at Prayer vol. 3, The Sacraments
(Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1988), p. 102.
4
See the E.T. in Thomas O’Loughlin, The Didache: A Window on the Earliest Christians
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2010), p. 161.
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with the post-resurrection Christian community. The “Way of Life” articulated in the Didache is primarily aimed at the community of Christians, the
church, and secondarily at individual Christians.5 Furthermore, the centrality of the community in the vision of Christian life in the text becomes
more apparent when concerns on days of fasting come up as well as what
is to be done to an individual Christian who falls into sin. As noted by
Thomas O’Loughlin, the debate on what days to fast as discussed in the
text points to “time as the common commodity which unites the whole
group.”6 One is expected to join the community in its activities as though
everyone has “one heart and one soul” (Acts 4:32).7 Also, within the context of the early church, the text speaks of how Christians are to deal with
members who have fallen into sin.8 Sinners are to be corrected in a fraternal and sororal manner, while maintaining a distance from them until they
repent of their sins. In other words, if the Christian life is supposed to be
lived in community, it is understood that both virtue and vice have consequences both for the virtuous or sinful individual and on the community
of believers.
It is important that one premises any treatment of the sacrament of reconciliation on the understanding that theological or doctrinal insights are
always addressed within a particular epoch and the issues shaping it. Consequently, discourses on reconciliation found in the Didache, The Shepherd,
and other texts are shaped by the signs of the times that defi ned that era of
the early church. Again, as noted by O’Loughlin, “these Christian texts
show us both similarities and differences. These issues that are common
are often the key issues of discipleship; those which are specific are very
often secondary and derivative issues. . . . However, all those shift ing concerns about structures might reveal a deeper truth about Christianity: it is
a faith that makes demands within a real community and about how it lives
in the world as it bears witness to the Christ.”9

5

Ibid., p. 30.
Ibid., p. 74.
7
All biblical citations are from The New American Bible (Wichita, KS: Catholic Bible Publishers, 1970).
8
O’Loughlin, The Didache, pp. 126–128 and 170.
9
Ibid., p. 128.
6
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The Vatican II conciliar document, Sacrosanctum concilium, called for a
return to the celebration of the sacrament of reconciliation that “clearly
express[es] both the nature and effect of the sacrament.”10 Explaining this
injunction, Frederick McManus argued that “nature,” as understood in the
conciliar document, refers “to the social and ecclesial nature of sacramental reconciliation, a dimension that needed to be restored or recovered.
Th is is obviously a primary, indeed necessary, aspect of all seven sacraments but one that is less apparent in the ordinary circumstances of individual or auricular confession of sins and their absolution.”11 It is to this
effect that the 1983 Code of Canon Law explains the nature of the sacrament
of reconciliation to be a sacrament that not only forgives sins committed
after baptism but also “reconciles the penitents with the Church which
they have wounded by sinning” (c. 959).12
In his papal bull Misericordiae vultus, Pope Francis, while appreciating
the role of the sacrament of reconciliation as an essential part of the missionary vocation of the Catholic Church, calls for an understanding of the
sacrament in the context of such social sins as corruption and carrying out
acts of violence as means of intimidating others.13 Appropriating the
insights of Francis on the relevance of the sacrament of reconciliation in
shaping the life of the Church, the Congregation for Divine Worship and
the Discipline of the Sacraments focuses its theological discourse on the
ecclesial character of the sacrament.14 Here, it contextualizes the celebration of the sacrament to reflect the centrality of liturgy in the life of the
Church. Consequently, the celebration of the sacrament should have
10
Sacrosanctum concilium (December 4, 1963), no. 72; available at http://www.vatican.va/
archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19631204_sacrosanctum
-concilium_en.html.
11
Frederick R. McManus, “TITLE IV: THE SACRAMENT OF PENANCE [CC. 959–
997],” in John P. Beal, et al., eds., New Commentary on the Code of Canon Law: An Entirely New
and Comprehensive Commentary by Canonists from North America and Europe, with a Revised
English Translation of the Code (New York and Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 2000), no. 1138.
12
Ibid., nos. 1142–1143.
13
Francis, Misericordiae vultus (April 11, 2015), no. 19; available at http://w2.vatican.va/
content/francesco/en/bulls/documents/papa-francesco_bolla_20150411_misericordiae
-vultus.html.
14
Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments, Notitiae, 2015/2:
Rediscovering the Rite of Penance; available at http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congrega
tions/ccdds/documents/rc_con_ccdds_notitiae-2015-quaderno-penitenza_en.html.
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elements that emphasize the rightful place of the sacrament in building the
church as a community of believers in Christ.
In the era of religious pluralism, we need to ask how contemporary
understandings of the sacrament of reconciliation account for the place of
interfaith encounters and restorative justice that extend to people who do
not express the Christian faith. The call for a “new evangelization” by Francis should be seen as a call that acknowledges the realities of our times.
One of these realities is religious pluralism. Gone are the days when religions did not share georeligious space. Today, in many parts of the world,
Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, Christianity, African Religion, and other religions all share the same space through their respective members and compete to gain the attention of everyone living in that space. The pastoral
insights from Vatican II have led the Church to pursue wisely an ecclesial
presence that is in dialogue with other faith traditions in the spirit of
respect and appreciation. Consequently, any discourse on new evangelization as called for by Francis ought to envision how this sacrament can be
celebrated in ways that affi rm our dialogue and encounters with other religious traditions.
Further, when one looks at the social character of this sacrament as
well as its ritualistic celebrations within the context of the early church,
one notices a strong focus on the internal dynamics of the community. It is
understandable that the early church saw itself as a community set apart to
live out the teachings of Jesus Christ. With such an understanding, the
focus on the sanctity of the members took precedence over how the sacrament was to defi ne the church’s relation with the world. However, even
with the focus on its internal dynamics, the content of this sacrament calls
for a correct way of behaving and relating in the world to help defi ne the
faith of those who follow Christ. In other words, the content and focus of
the sacrament always points to expressions of and commitment to social
justice. Though this understanding of social justice may not always be
understood within the context of relationships with non-Christians or
adherents of other religions, who most often were viewed as living in sin,
the fact that sin is understood as harming the community of believers
means that reconciliation becomes a social justice component that restores
right relations to the members of the faith community who are harmed by
the sin of the penitent.
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II. Foundations of Social Justice
Martos has argued that the sacrament of reconciliation is essentially about
social justice. These are insightful comments that can help Christians to
rethink the relevance of this sacrament to our contemporary context.
However, it may also be proper to articulate what the Church understands
as social justice and see whether this can be reconciled with the theology
and praxis of the sacrament. The Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace
argues that “the permanent principles of the church’s social doctrine constitute the very heart of Catholic social teaching.”15 These include “the dignity of the human person, . . . which is the foundation of all the other
principles and content of the Church’s social doctrine; the common good;
subsidiarity; and solidarity.”16 Furthermore, the case is made that “the
principles of the Church’s social doctrine must be appreciated in their
unity, interrelatedness and articulation.”17 Explaining a key principle, the
dicastery’s document argues that “the principle of the common good, to
which every aspect of social life must be related if it is to attain its fullest
meaning, stems from the dignity, unity and equality of all people. According to its primary and broadly accepted sense, the common good indicates
‘the sum total of social conditions which allow people, either as groups or
as individuals, to reach their fulfi llment more fully and more easily.’ ”18 One
notices immediately an anthropocentric focus of the social doctrine of the
Church. It is only recently that a theological shift is occurring, one that
intentionally moves away from an anthropocentric vision to a more cosmic
focus within which human dignity and flourishing are appreciated.
In his apostolic letter Octogesima adveniens, celebrating the eightieth
anniversary of Leo XIII’s Rerum novarum, Pope Paul VI called attention to
the consequences of social sin that have grave implications for the environment. Though the focus of the letter was still primarily anthropocentric,
one notices a determined attempt to show a link between human actions
and their social and environmental consequences. In Paul VI’s own words:
15
Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Compendium of the Social Doctrine of the Church
(Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2004), p. 71.
16
Ibid.
17
Ibid.
18
Ibid., p. 72.
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While the horizon of man is thus being modified according to the images
that are chosen for him, another transformation is making itself felt, one
which is the dramatic and unexpected consequence of human activity.
Man is suddenly becoming aware that by an ill-considered exploitation of
nature he risks destroying it and becoming in his turn the victim of this
degradation. Not only is the material environment becoming a permanent menace—pollution and refuse, new illness and absolute destructive
capacity—but the human framework is no longer under man’s control,
thus creating an environment for tomorrow which may well be intolerable. Th is is a wide-ranging social problem which concerns the entire
human family. The Christian must turn to these new perceptions in order
to take on responsibility, together with the rest of men, for a destiny which
from now on is shared by all.19

During one of his general audiences at the Vatican, Pope John Paul II
moved the conversation further by calling for “ecological conversion” on
the part of humans faced with the environmental crises of our times.
Rather than focus solely on an anthropocentric approach, he located the
discourse on the wellness of the planet, while also articulating an anthropocentric vision. In his words, “at stake, then, is not only a ‘physical’ ecology that is concerned to safeguard the habitat of the various living beings,
but also a ‘human’ ecology which makes the existence of creatures more
dignified, by protecting the fundamental good of life in all its manifestations and by preparing for future generations an environment more in conformity with the Creator’s plan.”20
Drawing from the insights of Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, who
argued that the world is a “sacrament of communion” that invites us to
share with God and all of creation the gift of life, Francis called for a new
vision of the common good that includes the climate.21 Insisting on a correct reading of the Genesis account of humans’ having “dominion” over
creation, Francis argued that this ought to be understood as a “relationship
19
Paul VI, Octogesima adveniens (May 14, 1971), no. 21; available at http://w2.vatican.va/con
tent/paul-vi/en/apost_letters/documents/hf_p-vi_apl_19710514_octogesima-adveniens.html.
20
John Paul II, General Audience ( January 17, 2001), no. 4; available at http://w2.vatican.
va/content/john-paul-ii/en/audiences/2001/documents/hf_jp-ii_aud_20010117.html.
21
Francis, Laudato si (May 24, 2015), nos. 9 and 23; available at http://w2.vatican.va/
content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa- francesco_20150524_enciclica
-laudato-si.html.
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of mutual responsibility between human beings and nature” (Laudato si,
no. 67). In his evaluation of the global environmental crises, he called out
both the scientific and the theological anthropocentrism that has defi ned
humanity’s place in the universe in relation to other creatures, concluding
that it is constitutive of unethical control and manipulation. As a corrective measure, Francis argued for a vision where humans are appreciated as
part of creation and not outside of creation (Laudato si, nos. 116 and 139).
Looking at the current state of global affairs, he argued that the common
good as understood within the social doctrines of the Church includes
human relationships with the environment. Th is is the case, because the
common good accounts also for those who are yet to be born. Thus, the
answer to the question, “What type of world are we going to leave behind
for the next generation?” demands that we take seriously how our actions
affect the wellbeing of the created world (Laudato si, no. 160).
Reading closely the different documents that make up the social teachings of the Catholic Church, four conclusions can be reached. First, the
social teachings are a response to the Church’s understanding of the implications of social sin. For example, the working conditions of workers in
parts of Europe during the nineteenth century necessitated the writing of
the encyclical, Rerum novarum by Leo XIII in 1891. Also, at the height of the
Cold War and the fear of a nuclear arms race between the Western powers
and the Soviet Union, which itself threatened the very existence of all life,
Pope John XXIII wrote the encyclical Pacem in Terris, in 1963. Finally, in the
twenty-fi rst century, one of the greatest crises faced by humans is the misuse of natural resources, which has led to climate change, a decrease in biodiversity, a growing rate of global poverty, and the forced migration of
people. These caused Francis to write his own social-teaching encyclical letter, Laudato si. It is thus correct to conclude that there is a close link among
the social teachings of the church, the foundations of social justice, and the
church’s understanding of the social dimension of sin.
Second, the social teachings of the Church are still evolving in light of
new knowledge. At the beginning of papal teachings on social justice, the
focus was very much anthropocentric. With our current understanding of
how nature works, thanks to insights from the scientific community, an
expansion of the teaching has included the need to move away from purely
anthropocentric concerns to a more creation-centered approach. One fi nds
this clearly done in Francis’s encyclical, Laudato si.
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Th ird, at the heart of the social teachings of the Church is a call to conversion. John Paul II had called for ecological conversion. Francis has
stressed how this conversion ought to include environmental ecology, economic ecology, social ecology, cultural ecology, and the ecology of daily
life. Environmental ecology involves
a relationship existing between nature and the society which lives in it.
Nature cannot be regarded as something separate from ourselves or as a
mere sett ing in which we live. We are part of nature, included in it and
thus in constant interaction with it. Recognizing the reasons why a given
area is polluted requires a study of the workings of society, its economy, its
behaviour patterns, and the ways it grasps reality. Given the scale of
change, it is no longer possible to fi nd a specific, discrete answer for each
part of the problem. It is essential to seek comprehensive solutions which
consider the interactions within natural systems themselves and with
social systems. We are faced not with two separate crises, one environmental and the other social, but rather with one complex crisis which is
both social and environmental. Strategies for a solution demand an integrated approach to combating poverty, restoring dignity to the excluded,
and at the same time protecting nature.22

Economic ecology involves “having a broader vision of reality.” Resisting the view that environmental protection stunts development, Francis
argued that the opposite is the case. To achieve this broader vision or reality, Francis wrote:
We urgently need a humanism capable of bringing together the different
fields of knowledge, including economics, in the service of a more integral
and integrating vision. Today, the analysis of environmental problems
cannot be separated from the analysis of human, family, work-related and
urban contexts, nor from how individuals relate to themselves, which
leads in turn to how they relate to others and to the environment. There is
an interrelation between ecosystems and between the various spheres of
social interaction, demonstrating yet again that “the whole is greater than
the part.”23

22

Ibid., no. 139.
Ibid., no. 141; the internal quotation is from Francis, Apostolic Exhortation, Evangelii
gaudium, November 24, 2013, no. 237.
23
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On another note, social ecology operates with the view that everything
is related, that nothing exists in isolation from the other. Thus,
“Every violation of solidarity and civic friendship harms the environment.” In this sense, social ecology is necessarily institutional, and gradually extends to the whole of society, from the primary social group, the
family, to the wider local, national and international communities. Within
each social stratum, and between them, institutions develop to regulate
human relationships. Anything which weakens those institutions has
negative consequences, such as injustice, violence and loss of freedom.24

Furthermore, another type of ecology articulated by Francis is cultural
ecology, which
Involves protecting the cultural treasures of humanity in the broadest
sense. More specifically, it calls for greater attention to local cultures
when studying environmental problems, favouring a dialogue between
scientific-technical language and the language of the people. Culture is
more than what we have inherited from the past; it is also, and above all, a
living, dynamic and participatory present reality, which cannot be
excluded as we rethink the relationship between human beings and the
environment.25

The ecology of daily life involves “efforts to bring about an integral
improvement in the quality of human life, and this entails considering the
sett ing in which people live their lives.”26 For Francis, all aspects of planetary life are in need of conversion because planetary life is itself a gift from
God, who is the source of all creation. Th is radical shift to cosmic focus
cannot go unnoticed due to the urgent need for a change in perspective in
the discourse on how to address the ecological crises our world faces today.
Fourth, one can make the legitimate claim that the foundations of the
social teachings of the Church are intricately linked to the vision of the sacrament of reconciliation, which is essentially justice that leads to proper
relations between God and humans, humans and humans, and humans and
the created order. In other words, both the social teachings of the Church
24
Ibid., no. 142; the internal quotation is from Benedict XVI, Encyclical Letter, Caritas in
Veritate, June 29, 2009, no. 51).
25
Ibid., no. 143.
26
Ibid., no. 147.
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and the aim of the sacrament of reconciliation stress the importance of all
relationships as essentially triangular in nature. To stress this point, it is
appropriate to engage how African Religion addresses the reality of sin and
ways of correcting its consequences on the individual; the community,
broadly understood; and God.

III. Reconciliation, Forgiveness,
and Social Justice in African Religion
To understand the effects of sin in most indigenous religions and cultures
in Africa, one has to locate the discourse within the broader context of
relationships. Stated differently:
The moral thought of African Religion becomes clear through the understanding of relationships. The refusal to share is wrong. It is, in fact, an act
of destruction because it does not serve to cement the bonding that is
required to form community. Quite the contrary, it is perceived as an element that seeks to weaken and break such bonds. Nothing that weakens
community bonds, or in any way helps to abet such weakening, can be
morally wholesome. The unity of the community—equally the living, the
living-dead (or the remembered-dead) and the yet-to-be-born—a unity
that is the community’s life in its fullest sense, is the paramount good. The
opposite constitutes the paramount destructiveness.27

In African religious thought, sin, unlike its post-Enlightenment Christian conceptualization that focuses more on the individual, has a cosmological, anthropological, and spiritual effect. Consequently, solutions for
acts judged to be sinful must necessarily address all areas that the sinful
process has affected. Because the acting human, who has the capacity for
both sinful and virtuous acts, is an existential reality within a world saturated with webs of relationships, the fi rst impact of a sinful act is on the
world from which the individual derives his or her meaning and relies upon
for his or her existence. Since relationship is at the center of the African
worldview, a sense of the cosmos must necessarily account for a world that
evokes relationality in all its dimensions. In the words of Laurenti Magesa,
“Relationships receive the most attention in the adjudication of what is
27
Laurenti Magesa, African Religion: The Moral Traditions of Abundant Life (Maryknoll,
NY: Orbis Books, 1997), p. 65.
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good and bad, what is desirable and undesirable in life. Not only is the view
of the universe at the service, so to speak, of the formation and execution of
good relationships, but relationships make possible the continuing existence of the universe.”28
Connectedness is key to understanding the African worldview, even
though this is expressed differently as one interacts with members of the
different ethnic groups that make up the continent. For many societies in
Africa, especially those in the West African region, the universe is believed
to be constituted of two intricately interwoven spheres—one invisible and
the other visible. While both spheres are intricately related, each has its
own unique qualities as well. The invisible world is the domain of “the
Deity, non-human or non-ancestral (created) spirits, spirits of the restless
dead, nature spirits, and the ancestors.”29 Th is invisible sphere of the universe is “an amoral or non-moral world in the sense that ethical judgements
cannot be att ributed to the actions of its inhabitants.”30 The inhabitants of
the invisible sphere of the universe are beings that evoke life in all their
relations. Th is life is divine life. It is the source of life that animates all
beings whether in the invisible or the visible world. The visible sphere
derives its existential energy from the supreme deity. Its inhabitants, especially humans, are held accountable to a moral ideal by the major and
minor deities and spirits whose duties are not simply to be spiritual police
officers who implement the moral norms designed by the supreme deity;
rather, they have a duty to help the inhabitants of this sphere to live morally in ways that cosmic harmony is always preserved and accounted for. It
is to this view that Harvey Sindima referred when he wrote that “all life—
that of people, plants and animals, and the earth—originates and therefore
shares an intimate relationship of bondedness with divine life; all life is
divine life.”31
In the West African worldview, cosmic life is linked to cosmic harmony. Cosmic life entails all lives, whether planetary life or animate beings
that inhabit the cosmos. Cosmic harmony originates from God’s will and
28

Ibid., p. 64.
Ibid., pp. 71–72.
30
Ibid., p. 72.
31
Harvey Sindima, “Community of Life: Ecological Theology in African Perspective,” in
Charles Birch, William Eakin, and Jay B. McDaniel, eds., Liberating Life: Contemporary
Approaches to Ecological Theology (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1990), p. 144.
29
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intention for the created order. Furthermore, this divine intentionality is
the source of all cosmic life. In this context, one can argue that cosmic life
is a gift from God and derives its origins from divine life. There are grave
implications with this style of reasoning. First, if cosmic life is inherently
linked to divine life, then the created order serves as a theophanic manifestation of the divine in the created world. Cosmic life is itself a pathway for
encountering the transcendent God.
Second, human activities in the cosmos must essentially be regulated in
ways that facilitate a saturated encounter with and experience of divine life
made present in the cosmos. To ensure that this is always the case, morals
must be followed accordingly. These are coded in the customs, institutions,
activities, and modes of relating among members of the community, with
their surroundings—material and immaterial beings, with oneself, with
the spiritual beings, and with the ancestors who preserve the wisdom of
the community and serve as gateways to both the material and the spiritual worlds. Furthermore, since humans are at the center of the created
universe, humans have a grave responsibility to ensure that divine life is
fully harmonized in the cosmos and its contents. Human existence is thus
defi ned radically by one’s responsibility for the other and not for the self
alone. Th is existence for the other becomes the key to understanding identity construction, ethical choices, and relationality in all its manifest contours. No one lives for oneself. In fact, sin is understood as the choice to
become self-centered in one’s relationships.
Th ird, life is not limited to humans and other animate beings. Rather,
everything is alive. Everything in the cosmos breathes forth divine life,
and such a life must be reverenced, appreciated, protected, and nurtured.32
In the words of John S. Mbiti, “even when there is no biological life in an
object, African peoples att ribute (mystical) life to it, in order to establish a
more direct relationship with the world around them.”33
Fourth, the fact that the West African religious worldview accounts for
a world divided into two intricately connected spheres, one invisible and
one visible, speaks to the theme of fecundity that points directly to God,
who is the source of all life. Th is explains why in many African indigenous
32
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religions, such as Yoruba and Igbo religions, one can speak of two supreme
creating principles. For Yorubas, Olorun is the ultimate deity, who is understood as a masculine principle. For Igbos, it is Chineke. Further, the female
principle of creation is itself understood as a deity. For Yorubas, this principle is referred to as Nana Bukuu; for Igbos, Olisabuluwa; for the Fon people
of Togo and the Ewe people of Ghana and Benin, Nana Buluku. For Ewe
and Fon people, it is the female supreme being who solely accounts for creation. Th is female principle/being gave birth to a set of twins, Mawu-Lisa
(female and male). These two in turn gave birth to “seven pairs of twins.
These new pairs became the central deities in the Voodoo pantheon.”34 The
Luo people of Kenya understand their supreme deity Nyasaye to be an
androgynous being who has both male and female qualities.35
Furthermore, in Yoruba religion, one observes the important principle
of complementarity at play. The story is told by Araba Ifayemi Elebuibon
that, when Olodumare (Olorun) sent Obatala to the world to bring about
creation, he/she/it sent along with him other deities (Orishas) as well to
perform different tasks in the world; among these was a female deity, Osun
(Oshun). As these deities embarked on the project of creating the universe,
they refused to include the deity Osun in the process. She in turn got angry
and formed a community of witches who went about destroying all that
the male deities had created. Faced with his frustration, the male deities,
along with their leader, Obatala, went back to Olodumare to report what
was going on. In response, Olodumare asked them where was the female
deity that accompanied them. They responded that they excluded her from
the creating process. Olodumare instructed them that they must be inclusive and involve Osun in the creating process. While engaged in dialogue
with Osun, she in turn asked the other male deities the following questions, “are you prepared to be inclusive in all that you do? Will you allow
women to be part of all the secret societies of the Yoruba people, as well as
be regarded as equal to men in everything?” They responded in the affi rmative. Consequently, harmony was restored to the created world.36 It is
34
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on this ground that J. Omosade Awolalu has argued that Osun becomes “a
deity that brings harmony to the created world. She is worshiped as the
deity in charge of fertility and healing.”37
Among the many creation myths found in these religions of Africa,
one notices a strong awareness of the importance of complementarity as
the mode of preserving existential harmony. If the cosmos is itself defi ned
by two intricately interrelated spheres, then its existence points to its
source that is itself a being of dual principles that account for each sphere
and all its inhabitants. Also, themes and motifs of fecundity are found in
the mythologies of the peoples and cultures of Africa. For example, in the
Yoruba and Edo religions of Nigeria and the Fon religion of Togo and
Benin, Sango has a place of prominence in the pantheon of deities. He is
believed to be the deity in charge of lightening and fi re and married to the
female deity, Oya. Sango is believed to reside in the sky (the invisible
sphere),38 while Oya resides both in the prominent River Niger and in the
underworld.39 She is in charge of “fertility and acts of creation.”40 Notably,
this includes fertility of things that are not human as well. The same idea
is found among the Igbo people of Nigeria. In their religious cosmology,
two principles play out: the principle of relationality and the principle of
complementarity, both of which lead to fecundity or life in its fullness.
For Igbos:
Chukwu and Ala are meant to represent the differences and complementarity between the sexes in Igbo culture. Th is principle of duality extends
to minor gods as well. Some of these deities are “male” gods associated
with masculine rituals such as circumcision or with male-dominated
professions such as iron smithing and carving. Others are “female” deities, such as those associated with protecting vegetable traders and cloth
weavers—who in the Igbo traditional world tended to be dominated by
women.41
37
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Furthermore, for Igbos, the deity Ala/Ani is closely associated with the
earth/land. Th is Earth Mother is considered to be the “the wife of Chukwu”42 and “presides over innumerable deities.”43 She and the ancestors
“preside over morality.”44
In the West African religious worldview, land plays a key role in defi ning communal life, identity constructions, cosmic consciousness, and the
religious worldview. The centrality of land plays itself out by how many
African societies ascribe a major deity to the land. Again, for Igbos of eastern Nigeria, Ala/Ani is the deity in charge of the land. Th is female deity
has a place of prominence in the Igbo pantheon of deities. In African societies, where land is conceived of as divinized, there is no dualistic principle
operating that defi nes materiality and the nonmaterial as found in some
aspects of the Christian worldview. Ala/Ani and the land are one because
the land is the theophany of the goddess. For Yorubas in Nigeria and other
parts of the world, “the earth is venerated because it is believed to be inhabited by a spirit.”45 To stress this point, Yorubas refer to the land as “Onile
(Earth Mother).”46
Land demonstrates concretely the intentionality and relationality
between the divine and the created. It gives life, sustains life, preserves life,
and protects life. Its fecund nature and content are directly linked to
human existence and nonhumans alike. Thus, it is not accidental that the
deity associated with land is usually a female deity who holds primacy of
place after the supreme being. It is equal in dignity with the sky deity, who
is usually ascribed a male gender. The relationship between the sky and the
land deity points to harmony, which leads to abundant life and relationality, even of opposites. To stress this point, in West African cosmology,
relationality is not solely about beings with similar perspectives or characteristics. Rather, relationality entails gender differences, modal differences,
ideological and intentional differences, existential and essential differences. Difference is not a bad thing, but it is a constitutive characteristic of
God’s world. The ultimate difference is that between the visible and the
42
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invisible. Morality thus entails striking a balance between different realities with a conscious intent to bring about harmony, which is the pathway
to abundant life. Th is point is reflected in one of the wise sayings of Igbo
people: “I malu nso Chukwu. Malu Nso Ala/Ana/Ani. Onwero ife I chelu aka.
Gbalu ime ya (if you know and keep God’s don’ts. And know and keep the
don’ts of Ana Land or Earth goddess. There is nothing you stretch your
hand to do or accomplish that you will not succeed in carrying out or
achieving).”47 To have abundant life is to live a life that is successful and
that always reflects harmony between two worlds.
Because land is deified, it has its own intentionality, which is aligned
with that of the supreme God. It demands of the community of beings,
with humans at the center, a right way of living and interacting with it. It is
the custodian of morality, along with its subsidiaries, minor deities, spirits,
and ancestors. Morality is to be understood as encompassing all aspects of
social and individual actions. These include politics, economy, and social
and individual life. In Igbo religion, even though individual life and destiny are intricately linked to one’s chi—the personal manifestation of
Chukwu’s (supreme God) vital force (life) and guide for the individual—
one’s actions must be channeled in ways that they agree with Ala’s vision
for society. Th is is where personal freedom becomes relevant. One has to
work with one’s chi in ways that one’s actions agree with the pathway to
which one’s chi is pointing. Moral concord occurs when one chooses to follow that path. The path itself is always in agreement with what Ala has
planned for the community of which one is a member. When this is the
case, one speaks of cosmic and social harmony, which point to relationality
and interconnectedness. Th is is why Africans believe that “interconnections at all levels between humans, ancestors, spiritual beings, and deities,
nourish life in this universe.”48
Anamnesis is central to the moral life in the West African relational
worldview. Remembering the ancestors is not simply about remembering
their names. It also involves what they stood for and how they lived their
lives. Consequently, to remember the ancestors is to tap into a creating
force, one that spells doom for those who embark on such a process with
evil intentions. To call upon the ancestors is to call on the harmonizing
47
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force of the cosmos. Ancestors reside in the visible and invisible worlds
that constitute the universe. They have two spheres of wisdom and insights,
those of the visible world in which they once lived as corporeal beings and
those of the invisible world in which they now live as spiritual beings. It
should be pointed out that death does not mean a complete exit from the
visible world; rather, death simply means a transformation of a continuous existence. Corporeality does not defi ne human life; it is simply a type
of human life. Thus, ancestors simply continue to live even without
corporeality.
Since ancestors have the key to the knowledge of proper behavior
toward all stakeholders in God’s universe, they play an important role in
assisting those humans over whom they have direct responsibility. Th is
responsibility can be positive wherein they provide guidance, offer intercession before the deities, protect them from evil spirits and humans with
evil intentions, provide them with the necessary things they need for them
to flourish in life, and reveal to them the intentions or plans of the deities
the humans are encountering in the visible world. On the negative side,
ancestors can punish those over whom they have direct supervision if
these persons decide to live greedy lives. Because ancestors are the embodiment of abundant life, they punish anyone they are tasked to supervise
whose actions diminish life. Punishment could come in the form of illnesses, hardships, destruction of crops, childlessness, or even death. It
should be stressed here that ancestors are, by their nature, transmitters of
life. They do not cause death directly; rather, they bring to fulfi llment the
consequences of the actions of those they oversee.49 Since hospitality leads
to life and greed leads to death, the death of one is caused by the choices
one makes. Ancestors see to it that the consequence of such a choice is
brought to fruition.
However, just as humans need ancestors for guidance and to ensure
their access to abundant life, so also do ancestors need humans for their
continuous existence. Thus, anamnesis evokes existence that is life for all
parties. Fidelity is key to the human-ancestor relationship. Humans, by
offering sacrifices and prayers to the ancestors, bring to life their ancestors and ritualistically make their ancestors present and real. Reciprocally,
ancestors, by fulfi lling their responsibilities as protectors, guides, intercessors, and the source of wisdom for their descendants, facilitate the reception
49
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and experience of abundant life for their descendants. Fidelity in humanancestor relationships leads to abundant life for all.
Furthermore, because ancestors are buried on the land, they play a fundamental role as custodians of morality under the leadership of the earth
goddess for many African societies that embrace belief in an earth goddess.
Because of their proximity to the earth goddess, they help their descendants to understand and abide by the necessary taboos in relation to the
land and its content. For Yorubas, the importance of this close link between
ancestors and the deified land is ritualistically affi rmed by “pouring the
fi rst drop of any drink on the ground and of throwing some portion of food
to the earth before they drink or eat in order that the spirits [and ancestors]
may drink and eat fi rst.”50 The same is the case with many African societies where ancestral veneration holds sway. Mbiti noted that the words
uttered when such a sacrifice is offered to the ancestors “are the bridge of
communion, and people’s witness that they recognize the departed to be
still alive.”51
Because hospitality means a conscious generosity and living for and
with others, ancestral veneration is a concrete expression of hospitality,
which leads to abundant life. Also, since greed means an existence that is
characterized by self-centeredness, not to venerate the ancestors is itself a
pathway to scarcity of life. Not to remember the ancestors is essentially to
render them dead. When the ancestors are dead through the deliberate
actions of their descendants by their acts or omission of intentional forgetfulness, their descendants also experience death. Since sin (greed) leads to
death and chaos as it diminishes divine life in the visible world, with personal, ecological, and cosmic implications, any action aimed at bringing
harmony to what is chaotic must necessarily address the different spheres
where the chaos of greed is affected.

IV. Sacramental Unity of Reconciliation
and Social Justice in the Roman Catholic Church
In the Roman Catholic rite of reconciliation, the prayer of absolution that
the priest prays over the penitent demonstrates and concretizes a cosmic
50
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consciousness, even though it is grounded in a christological vision of how
the Church understands the gift of the sacrament of reconciliation itself.
After penitents have expressed their contrition for the sins they have committed, the minster administering the sacrament prays the following over
them, “God, the Father of mercies, through the death and resurrection of
his Son has reconciled the world to himself and sent the Holy spirit among
us for the forgiveness of sins; through the ministry of the Church may God
give you pardon and peace, and I absolve you from your sins in the name of
the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”52 Though said within the
context of sacramental ritual, one has to ask what role the world plays in
the ritual and existential process of forgiveness and reconciliation.
As noted by Martos, in ancient cultures, including those from which
Christianity originated, sin was understood as having social and religious
consequences. The ritual process of healing the social and religious wounds
brought about by sin were both externally known to the community and
internally known to God or the relevant deities.53 Nonetheless, the focus
was on reconciliation with the community and with God. In the case of the
Christian community (early church), the focus was on righting the broken
relationship that the sinner ought to have with the faith community and
with God. A noticeable blind spot of not focusing on how such a sin offends
those outside the ecclesial community is perpetuated by the sacramental
theology of the early church that persists even to contemporary times.
Why this blind spot? One could opine that the early Christians saw themselves as members of a chosen community, one that is not of the world and
thus called to live their lives as the new creation, as opposed to the sinful
old creation that is constitutive of the world. Even the primary understanding of the sacrament of baptism in Catholic theology points to this style of
reasoning. As noted by Anselm Grün, “since the Second Vatican Council,
the main significance of baptism has been seen as incorporation in the
community of the Church.”54
The claim can also be made that the focus on “the incorporation in the
community of the church” goes back to the beginnings of Christianity, not
52
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simply since Vatican II. The Penny Catechism defi nes baptism as “a sacrament which cleanses us from original sin, makes us Christians, children of
God, and members of the Church.”55 Martos shed further light on this
point by stating that even as early as the third century, when it dawned on
Christians that the end of times was not as near as anticipated, “[t]hose
who wanted to rejoin the community went to the bishop and confessed
their error, but before they could be readmitted to the ranks of the faithful
they had to reform their lives. . . . they had to perform works of repentance,
fasting and praying and giving alms to the poor to show that their repentance was sincere.”56
Interestingly, even though reintegration into the Church was an essential part of the understanding and praxis of this sacrament in the early
church, the public nature of the sacrament pointed to the conversion of
heart—the role of the community in supporting penitents in their journey
to reconciliation with the Church and “the public approval that it gave to
repentance.”57 Who is the “public” being referenced here? It was understood as the Church. Reconciliation was understood as two-way, where
forgiveness from God was essential to effect reconciliation with God and
with the Church. It was not understood as reconciliation with the world,
which was seen as sinful. Prohibitions against participation in such secular
activities as public games, holding public office, serving in the imperial army,
etc. were stressed by the leaders of the early church. For St. Augustine,
“those who govern the church appoint times of penitence with good reason, so that satisfaction may also be made to the church in which the sins
are remitted. For outside the church there is no remission of sins.”58 One
notices from this stance of Augustine that even restitution was not considered a fundamental aspect in the forgiveness of sin, because restitution is
seen within the context of the Church and not outside the Church. For
example, a thief sought forgiveness and rehabilitation with the church, not
primarily fi rst with the victim of the offenses.
Though elements of restitution and public demonstration of penance
for sins committed allowed for the understanding and praxis of the sacrament of reconciliation to have some link to the understanding that sin does
55
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not have an ecclesial implication that ought to be recognized and appreciated, the move from public confession, public penance, and public liturgical
rituals of reconciliation with the Church to auricular confession in the early
Middle Ages led by the Irish monks had some unforeseen consequences
that removed the visible link of sin and its effect on others. Th is is further
complicated by the liturgical reforms that took place under Charlemagne.
Prior to Charlemagne, the monastic practice involved penitents’ actually confessing their sins to a designated layperson, monk, nun, or confessor, who gave one the relevant penance to perform and assurance that the
sins were forgiven. It was after the actual performance of this penance that
the penitent came back to the priest with a note from the person to whom
they had confessed, stating that the relevant penance had been performed.
The priest’s role was to restore penitents to the Church by praying over
them the prayer of absolution. The Carolinian reform of this sacrament
insisted that the priest be the one who hears the confessions of the penitents and immediately absolves their sins. “Penances were still assigned,
but now they had to be performed after the rite of reconciliation.”59 A
consequence of this change was that it led to the gradual shortening of
the penitential process as well as leading to a theological understanding
that the actual forgiveness of sin occurred within the ritual of the confession of sin to the priest and the absolution of the sins by the priest. The fact
that forgiveness and reconciliation was a process involving many actors
seems to be lost in this new understanding.
It should be noted here that, even prior to the Carolinian reforms, the
role of the victim of one’s sin as relevant to the forgiving process for the
sinner was at best not appreciated in the Catholic Church’s sacramental
ritual of reconciliation, because the focus was more on the community that
saw itself as the chosen people of God. Its own collective holiness and harmony held sway and shaped how it saw itself in the world. Many revisions
occurred over the centuries prior to the Council of Trent, down to contemporary times, on understanding the theology and praxis of the sacrament
of reconciliation. However, such focus has led to two primary understandings that sin has an effect on the relationship between the sinner
and God and between the sinner and the community—community being
understood as the Church. Consequently, the effect of the sacrament of
59
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reconciliation is two-fold; it restores relationship with God and with the
Church.60
Echoing the prophetic insights of Martos:
[T]he present forms of the rite do not yet seem capable of being effective
sacraments for many, although undoubtedly they are effective for some.
Theologically they speak of mercy and pardon, conversion and repentance. Liturgically they symbolize in words and gestures the Christian ideals of forgiving and being forgiven, of unity and reconciliation. But the
symbols too often, in the experience of many Catholics, are representative
rather than effective: they signify something sacred, but they do not effect
what they signify, and in this sense they are not adequately sacramental.61

The conciliar document Sacrosanctum concilium, called for the reform
of the liturgy and adaptations of the celebrations and broadening of the
theologies of the sacraments to account for customary practices relevant to
contemporary societies.62 Theologians around the world, social ethicists,
sociologists, anthropologists, social philosophers, ecological scientists, etc.
have eagerly embraced an interdisciplinary approach to their research
interests. Th is approach has enriched how theology can be done in a world
where everything is interconnected. Today, it is generally understood that
sin has social and ecological implications. It not only offends God and the
community of believers; it offends all. Theologians have begun slowly to
reject the view that presents the world as a sinful place that must be
approached with grave caution. The world is God’s world. It is where God’s
salvific actions play out. As a theologian, I fully embrace this vision. It is on
that note that I state here that the Catholic Church can benefit greatly
when it seeks to locate its theology on the sacrament of reconciliation
within the interplay of social justice.
I propose that the Church’s theology on this sacrament be expanded to
include the role of the victims of the sin of the penitent. The current scandal of sexual abuse of minors can be addressed by the Church by intentionally seeking forgiveness from the victims of abuse as part of the ritual of
forgiveness. For many in and outside the Church, the fact that church
60
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workers who molested children were not brought to justice or required to
seek forgiveness from their victims is read as a sign of insensitivity to the
pain of those who suffer from the sins of the Church. I see a close link
between the Church’s understanding of sin and the practice of this sacrament on the one hand and the way the Church has handled the sex-abuse
scandal on the other hand. However, a narrow understanding of this link
seems to be what has been the norm as the following shows: If sin offends
God and the Church, then one who seeks forgiveness ought to seek it from
God through the Church. The Church is hereby represented in the process
by the priest. One does not need to perform restitution to the victims of
their sinful actions. I call for a broader understanding of this link. The realities of the sex-abuse scandal demand that the sacramentary process of forgiveness include the victims who have been injured and whose need for
wholeness is necessarily linked to the wholeness that God seeks for God’s
creation. If the theology and the praxis of this sacrament included the victims of such a sinful act, be they members of the Catholic Church or not, a
different outcome would have ensued from this current scandal.
In West African religious thought, sin is understood through multiple
prisms: the effect on one’s relationship with the deities, the effect on the
community (broadly understood to include the spiritual and visible
beings), the effect on the victim(s), and the effect on oneself. The process
and ritual of forgiveness must necessarily account for all these factors. In
Catholic theology, humans are understood to be made in the image and
likeness of God, which means that humans have the ability to become
icons for divine encounter in the world. They reflect to themselves and to
the world God’s beauty proclaimed by God when God brought about the
creation. Th is is not predicated on the reception of baptism. It is a sacramental disposition of all of creation, especially by humans who have a special identity and proximity to God. Thus, one can argue that the process of
forgiveness must necessarily include active restitution that evokes forgiveness from the victims of sin. To ask for forgiveness from those whom our
actions have offended is itself a liberating process that leads to wholeness.
In the West African religious worldview, when one steals from another,
forgiveness for that sin must necessarily involve returning or replacing the
stolen goods. One cannot simply seek forgiveness from the deities and then
be content. For example, among the Igbos of Nigeria, it is considered an
abomination to steal yam from another person’s farm. Yam is central to
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sustenance of human life. Th is sinful act introduces chaos to cosmic harmony as well as to social harmony. The victims of this sinful act include the
Goddess Ala, the custodian of land and life in the visible world; the community, whose morals have been disrupted; the owner of the yam, whose
labor has been rendered useless by the greed of the thief; and the thief him
or herself, whose action has cut her or him from enjoying the vital force.
Their action has diminished life as experienced by all these recipients of
the vital force. The correct ritual of forgiveness will necessarily include restitution and making peace with everyone. Restitution is not just a performative act; rather, it is also an essential part of the reconciliatory rituals of
healing for the thief and everyone affected by his or her actions. If Catholic
theology sees the world as sacramental, as it rightly does, then the contents
of the world mediate divine life for all. Sin diminishes the experience of the
gift of divine life in all. Thus, the praxis and theology of the sacrament of
reconciliation ought to address all who are affected. Restitution ought to
be seen as a fundamental aspect of the validity of the sacrament.
We must ask how the sacrament of reconciliation can help to address
such endemic evils as racism, gender violence, exploitation of people,
exploitation of natural resources, and genocides. Perhaps, the Church may
learn from the recent steps taken by such countries as South Africa and
Rwanda. Their Truth and Reconciliation Commissions operated with an
African sense of social justice that has roots in African religious worldviews. Perpetrators of such evils as murder, rape, and other atrocities had
to confess their sins to the community that suffered the effects of their evil
actions. They had to work toward being forgiven by these victims. In the
case of South Africa, the principle of Ubuntu was fully at work.63 According to Mluleki Mnyaka and Mokgethi Mothlabi, Ubuntu is “a spiritual
foundation, an inner state, an orientation, and a good disposition that
motivates, challenges and makes one perceive, feel and act in a humane
way towards others.”64
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In the case of Rwanda, the Gacaca, a Rwandan traditional community
court system, was reintroduced to try more than 1,000,000 Rwandese
accused of acts of genocide.65 The Gacaca judicial system is aimed primarily at confessing to the community and seeking forgiveness from all
affected by one’s sinful acts. Thus, rapists and murderers had to go to live
with the communities of those who survived their crimes. They had to
work actively to help restore the lives of the people they tried to destroy by
their actions. They had to be sincere in doing this, as a necessary part of the
healing process.
Racism continues to hold the Western world hostage. Tribalism has
become the cancer of the global South, especially for Africans. Many of
those who practice racism and tribalism are Christians or members of the
Catholic Church. They sometimes take advantage of the Church’s sacramental life. One is compelled to ask how the sacrament helps them overcome this vice. If restitution is a necessary part of the sacramental ritual
and its theology, perhaps it might help these persons overcome their propensity to be racist or tribalistic in their dealings with others. The same can
be said of the exploitation of global wealth. On one hand, the Church continues to call attention to the need to have just economic systems in our
world. The Church’s social justice tradition is now an essential part of the
Church’s mission in the world. On the other hand, its sacramental ritual of
moral healing does not directly state how sin has a social implication and
how such implications must be addressed within the praxis of the sacrament. However, I believe that it lacks the ability to transform the world
because it is not yet understood to be part of the Church’s sacramental life.
A church that seeks to make the world a better place must fi rst see all in the
world as having a fundamental role in transmitt ing God’s justice and
mercy. It is not just the Church that fi lls that role.

Conclusion
The current praxis of the sacrament of reconciliation in the Roman Catholic Church is still very much a Western approach. Auricular confession
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came from Irish monastic practices. The great debates in the Middle Ages
concerning the meaning, content, theology, and praxis of this sacrament
occurred in Europe and focused on European sensibilities. Th is cannot
continue as though our world is still a Eurocentric one. Consequently,
“The sacramental forms invented or adapted by people in other cultures
are not things that should be determined by Westerners. Ritual is a symbolic means of expression and communication, just as language is a symbolic means of expression and communication. We do not tell people in
other cultures what language to speak, so we should not tell people in other
cultures what ritual to use.”66
Among the Igbos of Eastern Nigeria, traditional rituals of reconciliation involve sacred elements such as food, kola nut, and drinks. Both the
offended party and the offender are summoned to meet with the elders,
who begin the process of reconciliation by invoking the ancestors and the
deity of the land, Ala, to bear witness to what they are about to do. Kola
nuts, a symbol of life, are prayed over and shared. Hence, Igbos say the
words, “Onye wetara orji wetra ndu” (anyone who brings kola brings life). By
eating of the kola nuts, the parties are ritualistically entering into a covenantal relationship with the goddess of the land, the ancestors, and the
wider community. After the grievances have been heard and the elders
have passed judgment, a ritualistic meal is eaten by all parties to celebrate
the restored harmony among all, including the spiritual beings and the
community represented by the elders.
Similarly, for the Acholi of Uganda, who have experienced so much violence at the hands of different regimes, from the colonial era until contemporary times, an urgency to return to their traditional approaches to
reconciliation is now becoming the norm. Their ritual of reconciliation is
called Mato oput. It involves family and clan-centered rituals of reconciliation. The offenders are expected to confess their wrongdoing before the
elders of the Acholi clan while the victims of the crime are present. The
elders (Rwodi) pass judgment on the offender and state what the restitution
will entail. At the end of the judgment, a ritualistic drink is shared among
everyone gathered.67
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Again, in West African indigenous rituals of reconciliation, ritual food
and drinks are essential elements in the process. Food and drink help to
sustain life. Sin is understood as starvation that eventually leads to death.
Thus, it is logical to state that any ritual of healing and reconciliation must
appropriate the use of food and drink. One is compelled to ask why the celebration of the sacrament of reconciliation should not be restored to the
context of eucharistic celebration or appropriate a ritual where actual eating and drinking are essential elements of the sacramental celebration in
the Catholic Church’s sacramental life. If not for the universal church, perhaps the local churches could be permitted to appropriate their own rituals
of reconciliation that speak to their cultural contexts. The ways of Rome
cannot be the ways for the entire world.
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